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A Girl in Two Worlds
By Meryem Sert1
Translated by Kristi Planck Johnson
Foreword
It is evening in Allerød. I am sitting here by the window, trying
to write a little before I go to sleep. In front of me are two photos that
were taken only a few months apart.
One photo is of an eight-year-old girl with bare feet, dressed in a
long skirt and head scarf. She is standing in the middle of a flock of
sheep in front of a low house built of clay and stone. The other photo
shows the same girl, taken in front of a red, high-rise apartment with
a lot of cars around. She is now wearing jeans, a t-shirt, and tennis
shoes.
I am the girl in both pictures. But these are pictures of two widely
diﬀerent worlds.
I changed worlds when I was eight years old. It was then that
I moved with my family from a small Kurdish town in Turkey to
Denmark.
This book is about my two worlds. It is also about being “diﬀerent”
and foreign, arriving in Denmark from a country so diﬀerent that it
could just as well be another planet.
This is my “Danish History.” It is written with the hope that
Danes and foreigners who live in their country can come to a better
understanding of one another, and because I believe that deep down,
people are not so diﬀerent as we go around thinking we are….
We all dream of a meaningful and happy life.
Here, then is the story of my life. The story of a girl in two worlds….
Meryem Sert, 15 years
Allerød, February, 1987

1 Originally published as Pige i to verdener (Copenhagen, Denmark: Forlaget
Thorup, 1987).
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I. Denmark for the First Time
March 1979
The first thing I can remember are the sounds. I’m lying in the
back seat of a car, half-asleep, when I hear the sounds: strange sounds,
foreign words that don’t sound like anything I have ever heard before.
Then suddenly faces appear. Two men lean into the car, pointing and
uttering several strange sounds. My uncle, sitting at the wheel, nods
and drops his hand down into his coat pocket to get some papers,
which he hands over to the two men in uniform. Then he turns toward
us, smiles, and strokes my hair. “Don’t be afraid. This is not the police.
These two men are customs oﬃcers. There is nothing to be afraid of.
We are in Denmark now.”
I turn around, and I look at my big brother Cemal’s eyes. He is
sitting all the way back in the car with my twin brother, Hasan, and
they both appear bleary-eyed and a little uneasy. Like me, they are
just waking up. They are trying to figure out where we are and what
is happening.
In the front seat, my mother moves restlessly. Next to me is my
little sister, Nesli. She is the one who is taking the situation most calmly.
Nesli is only two years old. She is snoring with her mouth open, her
small hands resting on her stomach. I hold her hand carefully without
waking her up. It is nice to hold someone’s hand now. I already miss
my friends and family in my village. The past three days we have been
driving and driving to get here. And now we are here in Denmark for
the first time.
As we drive on from the station at the border and out into the
country, I sit and try the name, “Denmark, Denmark, Denmark….”
It feels strange in my mouth. So unusual, so peculiarly awkward.
Outside, snow is falling quietly down from heaven like large tufts of
cotton. Even though it is only early afternoon, it is slowly getting dark.
I sit with my nose pressed flat against the window so I can see as
much as possible. The countryside flies by. I’ve never seen so many
trees before. And the houses are built so well, with high roofs and lots
of lights in the window. “What kind of house is that?” asks Hasan as
we drive past a particularly large building.
“That is a church,” my uncle explains. “A church for the Danes is
the same as a mosque for us, a place where one goes to pray.” Hasan
nods. He hasn’t understood completely what my uncle was explaining.
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But that isn’t so important. Right now, he is more concerned with the
endless rows of cars we see everywhere. Where we come from there
aren’t nearly as many cars. To own a car in our village, one must have
a lot of money, and where we live there are many poor people.
Once again I think about my friends and my family. No more than
seventy-two hours ago, I said good-bye to all of them, but already I
miss them so much that I can feel it all the way down in my stomach.
We all cried and threw our arms around each other’s necks when my
uncle said that now it was time to leave. Even though we had been
preparing for months to leave and even though we had talked and
talked, night after night, about the new country where we would live,
it was still like a dream when we finally got in the car to leave the
place where we had always lived.
Before we drove away, I stood for a long time and looked at our
house. Afterwards, I went around and said good-bye to all the familiar
places. I looked at the sheep, goats, and cows that were just grazing
as if nothing were happening. When the car started, I looked at the
village for as long as I could, just until it disappeared like a small gray
puffball in the distance.
We were on the way to our new country, and it felt both frightening
and exciting….
This was all three days ago, but it feels more like three years.
“We will be there in a short while,” says my uncle, and he points out
through the windshield. “Those lights you can see in the distance are
from Copenhagen. You’ll be living just outside of Copenhagen in a
town called Allerød.”
Copenhagen, Allerød—more unusual sounds. But suddenly,
there is life in all of us. We are almost there. Nesli wakes up, and she
looks around with large dark eyes. I feel happy and excited. We’ll see
my father soon. I haven’t seen him in two years because he has been
working in Denmark to earn money. But soon we will all be together—
the whole family.
A few minutes later, when the car swings up in front of the house,
he is suddenly standing there. He wears a big smile, but at the same
time, he looks as if he is just about to cry. We are all very moved. I’m
also a little shy. It has been such a long time since I last saw him. But
then my father squats down right in front of me and looks me square
in the eyes. I feel how he lifts me up and squeezes me.
“Welcome, little Meryem,” he says. “Welcome to Denmark.”
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II. Life in a Small Village
I was born almost sixteen years ago in a small town by the name
of Bulduk in Turkey.
Bulduk is southeast from Ankara in the province of Konya, on the
dry Anatolian plateau, where the summers are long and warm. The
winters are short and cold. Bulduk is not exactly a large town. There
are about 5,000 inhabitants in the whole town, with several hundred
houses built of stone and clay.
When one drives over the flat plain toward Bulduk, the first thing
one sees are the slim towers and the minarets that stretch up from the
town’s mosques. The whole family comes from there, but even though
the town is in Turkey, we are not Turks, but Kurds.
Kurds are a people who have been persecuted for hundreds
of years, and who today live not only in Turkey, but also in Syria,
Iran, Iraq, and in the Soviet Union. Our dream is to one day have
independence in our own country, Kurdistan. But this is a dream
that unfortunately will not be realized for a long time. In spite of at
least fifteen million Kurds living in Turkey, Kurdish language and
culture is forbidden. When we go to school, we are forced to have
instruction in Turkish, even though we do not understand a sound in
the language. Turkish is also used exclusively in the newspapers and
on the radio. Kurdish books and newspapers are forbidden, and we
risk being punished if we read them.
The Turks won’t allow us to live as Kurds, because Kurdistan,
which also stretches into Iran, the Soviet Union, Iraq, and Syria, is a
very rich area with oil and other valuables that the Turkish government
doesn’t want to give up. As it is now, we do not get any share of the
wealth, which is why many Kurdish men leave their families and
go to the mountains where they revolt and fight against the Turkish
soldiers. Even though it is forbidden, we live as Kurds in Bulduk, just
like in hundreds of other towns in Turkey. After all, we are Kurds.
Life in our town is primitive. In many Kurdish towns one lives
as people lived in rural Denmark around the turn of the twentieth
century. Many Kurds are still not able to either read or write and in
some of the towns there is neither electricity, running water, nor other
modern conveniences like, for example, flush toilets. But at that time
we didn’t know any other way to live. Therefore, we didn’t know that
we actually lived primitively. Just like other people in Bulduk, we
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cultivated the soil and raised goats, cows, and sheep. From the goats
and cows, we got milk. They were milked every morning, and after
that, they were let loose in the streets so the boys in the town could
herd them out to a common grazing area. In the summer, the wool
was clipped from the sheep, and the women washed and dried the
wool and then spun the wool
into yarn. The yarn was dried
in strong colors (because we
love color) and, finally, sold....
All Kurdish girls learned to
spin yarn, and we have an
expression that says, “The
woman who is a good spinner
is also a good wife.” Every
day, my mother and the other
women in the town visited one
another to talk, sing, and spin
yarn together. We children
were always with them.
Kurds have a reputation
for having many children,
especially compared to Danes.
“Children are our future,” we
Meryem in Bulduk at age 5.
say in Kurdistan. There are
four children in my family, but it is very common for a family to have
seven, eight, nine, or ten children. Many children die before they grow
up, and it is the children who have to take care of their parents when
they get old and can no longer work. In our town there is nothing
called retirement pay. Sons have to take care of their parents. Until I
was eight years old, I lived with my family in Bulduk and was raised in
a traditional Kurdish manner. Shortly after I turned eight, something
happened which changed my life and my family’s life completely.
Several years earlier, my father’s brother, Süleyman, had left town
to find work. It was common for the head of a Kurdish family to leave
if he did not have a job. The ground on the plateau was dry and poor.
It was diﬃcult for the family to live oﬀ the land. At the same time,
farming was becoming modernized, which meant that millions of
farm workers were unemployed. Unemployment and the diﬃculty of
getting necessities for his family forced my uncle one day to travel to
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Denmark to earn money. In the letters he sent home to us, Süleyman
wrote that Denmark was a pleasant country where one could earn
good money and people were friendly.
It was at this time that my father made the decision which
changed our life. My father did not have enough work. One evening
he called the family together to tell us that he had made an important
decision. He would follow in his brother’s footsteps and travel to
Denmark to earn money so he could support his family. At the time,
I was, naturally, too small to understand all this. But both my father
and mother have since told me how all of this went.
For my father, it was not an easy decision to leave for a foreign
country where he would have to live without us for a while. He was
only twenty-two years old at the time and had never been outside the
borders of Turkey—yes, hardly even very far from Bulduk.
We are from a culture where one is not accustomed to travel, and
now he was on his way to an unknown country many thousands of
kilometers from his native land. To a land where he only knew one
person, where he couldn’t understand the language, and where he
didn’t know ahead of time whether he could get the job he had such
dire need for.
That day in 1972 when my father left, we all cried very much.
But there was nothing to do. He had to leave and we knew it. In the
weeks following, we waited, anxious for the first letter from Denmark.
When it finally came, the family gathered to hear how Mustafa Sert
was doing in the foreign country.
“Dear Everyone,” he wrote. “I miss you very much and think
about you all the time. Fortunately, it’s going well for me here in
Denmark. My first job was as a worker in a large road business in
Denmark’s capital, Copenhagen. But I didn’t stay at that job for long.
This was work for a robot and I didn’t like it. Instead, I have now
learned to weld and turn metal and have found a new and better job
as a welder in a factory.”
Along with the letter was a photo of my father standing in front
of a large tree with many branches. In Kurdistan there are hardly any
trees or bushes, so we were very impressed with all of the green in the
picture and agreed that Denmark must be an unbelievably beautiful
country—just like an oasis…. In the letter, my father also promised
that he would bring both chocolate and new dresses to us when he
came home on vacation for the first time.
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But two years would pass before I would see my father again. And
then I couldn’t recognize him. I was three years old then and couldn’t
understand who that “foreign man” was who suddenly stood outside
the door one day.
“That is your father,” my mother said when I was very uneasy at
first with “the foreigner.”
“Yes, but why should he live with us?” I asked. All the grown-ups
laughed. My father lifted me up in his arms and explained that it was
necessary for him to be away from us in order to earn money, but that
now, he was home on vacation.
A few days later, I followed close to my father’s heels every minute
and was afraid all the time that he would disappear even when he
went to the neighbors for a moment. In those days, I begged that my
father would never leave us again….
III. A Family Uprooted
From 1972 to 1979 we only saw my father every other year, because
we could not aﬀord for him to travel the long distance from Denmark
to Bulduk more often. In those years my little sister, Nesli, was born
and that gave us enough to pay attention to. While my father was
away, Cemal, my older brother, was the man of the house. It was the
men who tilled the soil, took care of the animals, and were in charge of
the family, while the women took care of the children and housework.
This consisted of preparing food, weaving, milking, and producing
various provisions such as cheese, bread, and butter. It took a long
time when we had to prepare most of our food ourselves. Farm tools,
kitchen utensils, and the like we bought at the market in the nearest
large town, Konya.
Gradually, I became old enough to have daily responsibilities. The
first thing I had to do in the morning was fetch water at the well, so my
big brother could wash himself. After that, I had to gather wood and
sometimes also get grass for our donkey. After breakfast, which was
usually bread, cheese, olives, and tea, I was given permission to go out
and play, but rarely without having Nesli along. Of course, I didn’t
think it was as fun to have my little sister tag along every day. But one
gets used to it and most of my girlfriends also had a little brother or
sister that they had to take care of regularly.
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Generally, we carried the little ones on our backs in a type of
backpack, and that way we could run around easier. However, it was
necessary to keep our eyes open. The little ones could easily get in
trouble. There were both snakes and scorpions around the small towns
and it was far to the nearest doctor, especially in the winter when
traﬃc snarled because of the snow and it was diﬃcult to get outside
help. Then the towns could be cut oﬀ from the outside world for days
and many children died in the course of time because medicine or
doctors arrived too late.
But all of this, of course, did not prevent us from playing and
having a good time. The Kurds are unusually fond of children and we
always had a lot of playmates so no one had to feel like an outsider.
We made rag dolls of old material, sang, played hide-and-seek, and
skipped with bundles of fabric, because that was all we had.
We also pulled a lot of crazy pranks. As soon as we could steal
away, we would sneak down to the local shops where we bought candy
by trading corn and wool. Money was seldom used when shopping.
People bartered, and we children enjoyed that. For example, I would
sneak into our chicken coop and steal eggs directly from the hen and
the next minute ask the grocer to exchange the eggs for cookies or
other goodies.
That is how we spent our time until I was six years old and
started to go to school. On the first day of school, my mother gave me
a uniform, a black dress with a white collar, and sent me to school,
on the outskirts of the town. There were thirty students in my class
and we had the same teacher for all subjects. When my father went
to school here there was only one teacher for all 400 students. Each
school day started with our teacher thoroughly checking our nails and
hair to see if we were clean. Those who were not received a bad mark
in the grade book.
In Turkey one goes to school for at least five years, but poor
students dropped out along the way. It would be an exaggeration to
say that I liked my school. In fact, I hated school with all my heart.
The class was divided into two rooms, one for the “dummies” and
the other for the “smart” students. I always sat in the dummy row.
Once you were identified as a dummy you were never considered to
be anything else by the teacher or the other students. If there was a
question that one of us from the “dummy row” could not answer, the
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teacher turned to the “smart” students and asked: “Can you tell her
the correct answer …?”
Instruction was in Turkish and during the first year, none of us
Kurdish students could understand a word. It was strictly forbidden
to speak a word of our own language, Kurdish. If we did it anyway,
we were punished instantly, as a rule, and got one or more slaps with
a cane. It was not a huge surprise that I dropped out after the first year
of school.
But soon after, something happened that made me think about
everything else besides school in Bulduk: we were going to Denmark….
It was my father who decided that we should travel. With a family
of six to provide for, he knew that it would be years before he had
saved enough money to start the small shop he had dreamed about in
Turkey. After he had been alone in Denmark for seven long years, he
missed us so much that now he thought it was about time that we sold
the few belongings we had in town and came to Denmark so that we
could live as a real family again.
My heart almost stood still with excitement when I learned that
we would travel. I had long dreamed that the whole family would live
together again—and now my father had written for us to come. It was
almost too good to be true. I quickly ran to tell my friends that now I
was going to travel all the way to Europe to a foreign country named
Denmark to live there.
In the weeks thereafter I was nearly the town’s most popular girl.
Everyone came to play with me and hear about the country where we
would live. For Kurds it was a dream for many families to travel to
Europe to earn money, and each day they had to work hard to merely
make money to get enough to eat. For us this dream was becoming a
reality and I was becoming an exciting “woman of the world,” because
now I could experience life outside our town.
“Is it true that in Denmark one has both cold and warm water
coming out of the faucets?” my friend asked. “And is it true that the
girls run around in pants and all the Danes have their own cars and
that their hair is just as light as the sun…?” “Is it true that they all have
TV and that they can get light just by pressing a button?”
I shrugged my shoulders. I didn’t know—but it was probably
true. I knew, at any rate, that Denmark sounded like paradise, an oasis
without worries, where everything would be okay and where life was
light and happy.
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I was eight years old then. Isn’t it understandable that I was
mistaken…?
IV. A New World
I sit in an oﬃce in the middle of a large building. Outside, adults
and children hurry by. A bell rings, the door slams closed. Someone
calls out and somewhere it sounds like a group of children singing.
It is my first day of school in Denmark. I am eight years old and
soon I will start in the second grade. My stomach feels queasy. I am
afraid and so shy that I can feel the trembling all the way down to my
toes.
We have lived in Denmark for several months now and I still don’t
really know what I think about it. We live well enough, in a house
with both warm and cold water from the faucet, but I miss my friends
and my family back home in the village.
At night, when I’m in bed, I often dream that I am back in Turkey.
I dream that I’m playing with my girlfriends and visiting families with
my father and mother. Up here, we don’t know anyone. Everything
is so diﬀerent, with cars, shops, and people everywhere. Everything
goes so fast, and it is hard to find someone to play with.
Every day when my father comes home from work, he sits down
with Cemal, Hasan, and me and writes Danish words in a notebook.
My father says that the faster we learn Danish, the easier it will be
for us. Hasan and I also get Danish instruction in orientation class, so
gradually I learn a few words. But I think it sounds strange when I try
to speak Danish, almost like bubbling oatmeal.
Suddenly a smiling lady stands in front of me: “Hello, you must
be Meryem. My name is Lilly. I’m your new teacher.” The lady takes
my hand and we start to walk through a series of hallways. On the
way, Lilly tells me all sorts of things about the school, the teachers,
and my new classmates. I try to understand as much as possible.
A little later we stand outside the music room where the second
grade is meeting. When we step in, the room becomes very quiet. All
the students turn their heads toward me and just stare. I have a runny
nose and feel so little and shy that I can’t do anything but stare at the
floor.
“This is Meryem,” says Lilly. “She is from Turkey and has just
moved to Denmark with her family. Meryem will be in your class and
I hope you will welcome her.”
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Then Lilly takes me to a table where there is an empty place next
to a boy. At my school in Bulduk, I was used to girls and boys always
sitting separately. But I am entirely too scared to do anything else but
take the seat that Lilly showed me.
A little later I manage to lift my head and look around. There they
sit – my new classmates. They looked so funny. So much light hair –
and their clothes are so diﬀerent. But they look sweet. Several smile
at me, and I try to smile at them. But it is not easy. Not when one is
as shy as I am. After class it is time for a lunch break, and the teacher
comes to me and asks if I would like some of her food. I don’t dare say
yes. As a Muslim, I am not allowed to eat pork and I am afraid there
could be pork in the food that the teacher gives me. I politely say, “no
thanks.” Otherwise, I am not a bit hungry. I am too excited even to
think about food.
Afterward, during recess, the girls gather around me. They are
also shy. But they ask me a lot of questions anyway.
“Do you have a mother?” they ask. “What country do you come
from?” “Why can’t you speak Danish?” “Why is your hair so black?”
“How old are you?” They ask all at once, at the same time they
compete for holding my hand.
I just stand and smile and cannot answer at all.
Most of what they said, I could not understand. But I could see
in their smiles and notice from the way they took my hand that they
thought it was exciting that their new classmate was an immigrant
girl. I stood and looked at my new classmates and said nothing. But
inside I was happy. The first day of school in my new country was not
so bad after all.
Last night, my father came home with something I had never seen
before. They were some small black bubbles made of chocolate with
some strange, white foam inside. “The Danes call them cream balls,”
my father explained. “Try one.” Hasan and I sat for a long time and
looked at the small black bubbles, but none of us wanted to sink our
teeth into them. They looked too strange…. The same was true of
the bread the Danes eat. They call it rye bread. But it looks almost as
unusual as the cream balls and is not at all like the white bread I knew
from the village. Even though my father says they taste good, I have
never eaten either rye bread or cream balls… never.
I have now been in my new school for three months. Every day
I get better and better at speaking Danish. In between I still think it
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sounds like oatmeal bubbling but now I understand a little of what
the bubbles mean. I am okay with the other children in the class, even
though they often play something that I don’t know at all.
But today games happened that made me uncomfortable, even
though I didn’t understand it. During recess we all ran around and
played in the yard. Suddenly a boy from the sixth grade ran in front
of me and spat on me: “Hey there, Turkish cat. You’re a strange one,
aren’t you?” Even though I didn’t understand what he meant, it made
me feel bad. For the rest of recess, I hid in the bathroom and waited for
the bell to ring for the next class.
That evening, I asked my father what it meant to be diﬀerent.
“Being diﬀerent,” he explained, “means that you are not exactly like
the other children in the school. Almost all of them were born here
in Denmark and have grown up with Danish culture and Danish
customs. You, on the other hand, are Kurdish. We Kurds have a
diﬀerent religion and diﬀerent way of living than the Danes, even
though we have to live here in Denmark—for a short while—to earn
money.”
“And, then, we do look diﬀerent,” said my father and pulled
my coal black hair. “But always remember: being diﬀerent does not
mean that you are worthless. Not at all. Try to imagine how boring
everything would be if all people were alike. I’m well aware that it can
be diﬃcult not to look like the others and do the same things they do.
But think about it—being diﬀerent means that you have something
that the others do not have.... You are Kurdish. And that you should
be happy and proud of… even if one day you are teased by a large
codfish.”
That night I lay awake for a long time, thinking for the first time in
my life that I was diﬀerent. I had never felt diﬀerent before and I was
far from sure that I liked the feeling....
V. Welcome to Paradise
As the days, weeks, and months pass, we have started to get better
acquainted with our new “paradise.”
We have moved to a large brick house, into an apartment on the
second floor, with a balcony. It seems strange to live so high up. At
home in the village there is no house higher than one story and when
I stand out on our balcony it feels as if I am flying.
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The apartment is completely modern with electricity, a kitchen,
toilet, and a chute for throwing away trash. It is enormously clever and
we think that it is nice to live in a place where everything functions
so easily.
We have also purchased a little furniture. This is the first time in
my life that I have sat on a sofa. In the village no one has furniture,
much less a bed. People don’t use them where I come from. Instead,
one sits on thick carpets woven of goats’ hair or wool, and at night
one sleeps on the mattresses that are rolled out on the floor or, in the
summer when it is too warm to sleep indoors, on the roof of the house.
There is much that we have to get used to here in Denmark. For
example, we aren’t able to get all of the ingredients that we need to
prepare food at home. There are of course many very large stores
where you can find anything on earth. But all the same, it is diﬃcult
for my mother to find the things she used to have when she prepared
food. On the whole, I think my mother is the one who faces the most
diﬃculties here in Denmark.
My father goes to work and is away the whole day. We children,
except for Nesli, who is still too young, go to school and are together
with our classmates. My mother, on the other hand, seldom goes
anywhere. Once in a while we visit a Pakistani family that we have
met, or my aunt and uncle, who live in Helsingør. But it is diﬃcult to
go back and forth and in reality, we are mostly alone.
It is especially hard for my mother. In the village she was used
to seeing many people every single day. If a neighbor didn’t look in
at least once a day, she would say: “What has happened? Why didn’t
my neighbor stop by today? Is she sick? I will have to go to see her
immediately.”
In Bulduk there was always someone to talk to and be together
with, while the men did their daily work. It is completely diﬀerent
now and my mother is having a hard time getting used to never
having someone knock at her door.
Even though we have lived here more than a year, we barely
know our neighbors. We greet one another, if we run into each other
on the stairway. But otherwise we keep to ourselves and mind our
own business.
For us, this is unusual. We Kurds are a sociable community and
we have never been accustomed to locking our doors. We love to
have guests and visit other people. The Danes do too, perhaps. But
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occasionally I think they act as if they would rather keep other people
at a distance. The few Danes we have met until now have been very
friendly, but I think it disappoints all of us that they are so diﬃcult to
come in contact with.
Sometimes I get the impression that it is only at Christmas time
that Danish families are really interested in being together. And when
families have been visiting for a few days, they often say: “Now they
have been here two whole days. Won’t they ever go home?” With us,
it is the exact opposite. We have just had a visit from my two uncles
and aunts with their four children. Fortunately, they were here for
fourteen days. In Kurdistan we are used to having families live very
close together, and they and the guests go in and out of each other’s
homes as they would like.
I know now that the Danes and the Kurds look diﬀerently upon
social gatherings. Maybe it is based on the way we have each lived
and grown up.
But I just can’t stop thinking that it seems you have to arrange a
time if you want to get together with Danes.
In school all is going well even though my father learned at the
parents’ meeting that I could be studying more…, which was probably
true. In the beginning it was extremely diﬃcult for me to understand
what the teachers said in the classes. But now it is no problem. I have
gotten used to always having a notebook in my school bag where I
write down the words I don’t understand. Later the teacher or my
father helps me to find them. My classmates are also good about
helping when a word is especially challenging. Today, for example, I
learned what the word hyggeligt (cozy) means. That is a word Danes
use often. To be “cozy” means that one sits and makes small talk about
everything and drinks tea or coﬀee.
In Kurdistan people are also cozy—we just call it something else.
I am now starting the fourth grade and have been speaking fluent
Danish for a long time. Perhaps I learned the language so quickly
because I devoured all the books I came in contact with.
It is nice that we can go to the library anytime and borrow exactly
what we have interest in and read about everything from the Stone
Age to how the first man went to the moon. I think libraries are a
fantastic invention, even though my father has said on occasion that I
read too much. Maybe I do. But I also have much to absorb. And I will
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surely find time to both read my assignments and help my mother as
well.
Fortunately, housework has become much easier now that we
have running water, heat, and a real kitchen. But there is still a lot that
my younger sister and I have to help with. Shopping is one of the most
important things that my mother cannot do alone because she can’t
read what it says on the items, and she can’t talk to the shopkeepers
either.
Maybe she is also a little frightened of walking around a big city,
which is why I always go with her.
We have fun when we go shopping together. We chatter and talk
about everything. But I don’t think I will ever get used to people staring
at us, even though I admit that we don’t look very ordinary: mother in
her traditional Kurdish clothing with a shawl and everything and me
in my jeans, sweatshirt, and sneakers.
In the beginning my mother complained that I don’t dress like she
does, in the Kurdish clothing we wore in the village at home – but my
mother, fortunately, didn’t try to force me to do so. If I wore Kurdish
clothing to school, I would feel completely like an outsider and I am
sure that others would laugh at me.
It is not because the Kurdish clothing is not beautiful, because it
really is. But it is so diﬀerent. And even though I am seldom teased in
school, I think I am diﬀerent enough as I am ....
But I can still understand my mother. I know she is afraid that I
will forget who I am and where I come from. In spite of the fact that
we both speak Kurdish and live like Kurds, she is afraid that I will
become a Danish girl—and sometimes she looks at me as if she can’t
recognize me. Perhaps she is right. Sometimes I can’t recognize myself
either. Everything goes so fast. There are so many new things to learn
and understand that every once in a while my head spins.
In-between, I feel that life here in Denmark is just like a merry-goround where the world goes round and round, where new things turn
up all the time, and where it is impossible to get oﬀ quickly—even if
I wanted to.
Maybe I am exaggerating. But I know specifically that what I miss
most of all here in Denmark is a girl who is the same age as I am. A girl
I could talk to, one who would listen and help me understand what is
happening to me.
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When I am sad, I often think about the village and the evenings
when my friends and I just lay and stared up at the sky. In Kurdistan,
the temperatures in summer can top 100 degrees and therefore we
often slept out in the fresh air on the rooftops of the houses, where the
nights are definitely cool.
Here we spent evening after evening just lying and looking out
into the night, where thousands of sparkling stars formed the most
fantastic patterns before our eyes. Here we girls lay, hand in hand, and
dreamed of the future and happiness and told each other stories with
the moon as a reading lamp, until we dropped oﬀ to sleep.
I believe that is what I long for so strongly, someone to tell my
adventures to....
VI. The Arrest
Time flies. Just as we begin one school year, the next one comes
rushing. I can’t completely comprehend that I have been in Denmark
for four years and now I am in the sixth grade. School gets better all
the time. For the first time in a long while, I have started to think
that it is fun to go to school. In Turkey I never studied. Here I study
wholeheartedly and enjoy it as well.
It’s strange, but also enjoyable, because I realize that I am slowly
getting more self-assured. In the first few classes, as a rule, I sat and
prayed that the teacher would not call on me or ask me to come to the
board. Now I have nothing against speaking up and I am no longer
afraid to be stopped in the middle of a sentence because I can’t express
in Danish what I wish to say. At long last I have a handle on the funny
oatmeal language and I’m happy about that.
This morning, I woke up to find my mother crying. When I came
into the living room, she sat with a letter in her hand and tears running
down her cheeks.
“What has happened?” I asked and put my arm around her.
“They have taken Ali. He was arrested last week. Now he is in
prison and will surely not get out soon. And he is only nineteen years
old….” My mother cried again. I thought of Ali and thought about
how strange it was that now he sat locked up in the cell thousands of
kilometers from here. How lonesome he must be just now....
Ali and his parents lived next door to us in the village. But last
year Ali was seldom in Bulduk at his parents’ house. He had gone up
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into the mountains to join the Kurds who fight with weapons to get
autonomy in our own country.
Ali had become a freedom fighter, though that is certainly not
the word the Turkish authorities and soldiers would use. They would
rather regard Ali—and all the other Kurds who fight just as he did so
that we can get our own country—as criminals.
And now they have put Ali in prison. When I started to think
about it, I felt about to cry. But instead I made up my mind to prepare
a package with a lot of delicacies and send them to Ali. He deserves
some encouragement and that was the least we could do for him.
While my mother and I were getting the package ready, I thought
about how divided our unjust world really is. I mean, here we live in
peace and quiet, with everything we need, and never have to be afraid
of walking in the streets, being put in prison, or just plain being shot.
We feel safe and we know that we have the right to think, say, and
believe as we please.
Other countries are far from so safe and comfortable. There are
countries where people lie awake at night in fear of being arrested or
assaulted or killed, perhaps just because they have a diﬀerent opinion
than those who are in power. There are countries where people have
to leave their families and their friends and live as outlaws, running
from the enemy all the time. And then there are countries where just
getting a little to eat is a struggle and where one only has power to
think about where the next meal will come from.
With all this in mind, I thought about Ali and I suddenly felt very
privileged. Here I am, in a country where I don’t need to be afraid of
being hungry or arrested for no reason.
I saw Ali’s face in front of me and I promised myself that from
now on I would do everything I could for all these people in the world
who are hungry or hunted or struggling just to live an ordinary life.
Although on the one hand there is nothing I can do about it, I
cannot just passively look on, but must shout, protest, change things.
That day I promised myself to try.
“We will never forget you, Ali,” I wrote on a note and closed the
package.
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VII. The Lecture
I got up very early this morning, put on my best clothes, and got
ready to go to school. I am quite nervous, probably because this is the
day I have to talk to the class about my native country. Our teacher
asked if I would and, almost before I had a chance to think carefully
about it, I had said “yes.”
Why, heaven only knows....
“You aren’t all there, Meryem,” I say to myself as I stand and
brush my teeth. Then I start to smile, both out of nervousness and
because I really don’t feel very smart at this moment. I see myself in
the mirror. Damn. I am getting a pimple the size of a cherry on my
forehead—today of all days.
Aside from that I am very pleased with my appearance. I’ve grown
lately and my hair is now finally as long as I had always dreamed of
it being.
In my old school in Kurdistan it was strictly forbidden to
have long hair. The teachers thought that short hair was the only
appropriate length for a girl who wanted to keep herself really clean.
Such nonsense.
I remember that I fought like crazy to keep the bit of hair I had
before we traveled to Denmark. At that time, I was convinced that all
girls in Europe had long hair and I refused to be the only one in the
whole world who had short hair shaped like a bowl.
But there was nothing to be done about it. I hated our teacher
from the bottom of my heart when she cut my hair in the middle of
the lesson while I stood in front of the class, despite my resisting like
a sheep going oﬀ to be slaughtered.
But now I am standing here, falling to pieces. That’s no good. A
little later, I take oﬀ on my bicycle toward school. It is about a twentyminute trip. It is the first day with a hint of spring, and I want to feel
the warm wind waking me up.
In Kurdistan the winters lasted three months—that was the end of
that and then the sun came out. Here in Denmark I sometimes think
that it snows and freezes more than half the year. But many Danes
surely feel the same.
Even though by now I have lived in Denmark for six years, I still
think it is beautiful and that it is so clean everywhere, compared to
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Bulduk at any rate, where dust is everywhere because it is bone-dry
most of the year.
But now I’m daydreaming again. Pull yourself together, Meryem.
Soon you will stand in front of 7b and have to explain how it feels to
be thirteen and an immigrant girl from a country that few have ever
heard about. Not an easy task, is it?
We have German during the first hour. Even though language is
one of my best subjects, I sit there and only listen with half an ear
while our teachers persistently try to interest us in the mystery of
German verbs. I simply cannot keep from thinking of how in a little
while it will be me standing up there, trying to say something.
The bell rings for Danish class at eleven o’clock and soon class
is in session. When Lilly, our teacher, calls me up to the blackboard,
my heart beats so loudly I am convinced that it can be heard through
the whole school. My mouth is as dry as an eraser and my hands are
sweating while I unfold the papers on the lectern. I took lots of time
to prepare myself for this lecture, to read, open the book, and make
maps.
But all of a sudden it is as if my eyes refuse to read the hundreds
of words flying in front of me on the papers. Instead, I hear myself, to
my own amazement, begin to speak. To begin with, the words stumble
out of my mouth as if they had tripped over someone’s leg. But soon
it goes better and better and before I am aware of it, I am speaking to
the many eyes as if I had never done anything else.
I tell them about the village, about how I played with my friends
in the moonlit night while the whole city rang with our happy voices,
of our goats and sheep who were born in the spring, the sweetest
young ones we nursed and loved as if they had been our own, of the
morning fragrance of newly baked bread from the clay ovens, and of
the heaven’s stars as we fell asleep in the evening. I tell of the village
women who died in childbirth because the nearest doctor lived half
a dozen kilometers away, how we had to constantly be on guard for
snakes and the scorpions that are so poisonous that their bite could
kill a child, and of fasting during Ramadan, when Muslims don’t
eat for a whole month during the hours when the sun is up. I tell
of my Kurdish friends, of sorrow and joy in the village, and of my
grandmother’s adventures, about the fragrance from the earth when
the first signs of spring appear, how it was that I, as a little girl, had to
leave all that I knew and travel to a foreign country. I talk as if I had
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never thought of stopping. I want to tell them everything, who I am; I
want them to understand.
When I am finished at long last it is completely quiet in the
classroom. I stand and looked down at the floor and dare not look up.
The silence lasts for hours, it seems to me.
Then comes the first question. Then the next – and the next. All
of a sudden, questions are raining down on me. They want to know
more. They are interested. They ask and ask, wanting me to tell more
about my country – about myself. This is the first time I have stood
and told about myself, my people, our traditions and customs. And
for the first time there are some Danes who are really listening….
When I bicycle home that afternoon, it feels as if it is seriously
spring. I ride with an inexplicable pride and a feeling of being ten
pounds lighter.
They listened to me! They had really paid attention. I was able
to explain to my classmates, for whom a detached house, deep
freeze, color TV, stereo equipment, and car are just as matter of fact
as breathing, that far away in a little village on the Anatolian plateau
lives a people who, in spite of their being diﬀerent and impoverished,
have the same dreams and hopes of living a happy life. Perhaps it
was helpful for me to explain that people like me—in spite of external
diﬀerences—are not so diﬀerent inside....
You see, I was not in doubt: it is spring!
VIII. Looking for a Scapegoat
I have found work. The other day, I saw an ad in our local paper:
“Young girl needed in a bakery,” it said. I raced down there as quickly
as my bicycle could carry me and soon the job was mine.
I like serving customers. I meet so many funny and crazy people.
The other girls in the shop are sweet and we have a good time together,
even though we are almost always busy.
Sundays are the best work days. Families in Denmark on Sunday
morning are a bit of a strange sight. Half of the town comes strolling
through in pajamas, robes, slippers, shirts hanging outside their pants,
and exercise clothes. They try heroically to stay awake while we pass
rolls, rusks, whole grain bread, milk, and cheese over the counter until
we are blue in the face.
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In the mornings, it is mostly men who are sent down for provisions
from the bakery. Later in the afternoon is whipped-cream-cake time,
which is apparently an important purchase that housewives dare not
leave to their Sunday sleepy men.
Sundays after two o’clock is a big time for women buying
Napoleon cakes and cream pastries. Later—about five o’clock—the
customers begin to thin out. We send thankful thoughts to Krystle,
Blake, Alexis, and all the other characters from Dallas who, for the
next hour, will mesmerize attention on the television screen and give
us a much needed breathing space.
I have now worked at the bakery for almost five months and I still
can’t figure out Mrs. Larsen, who is the boss at the bakery. Sometimes
she is like butter and twitters that we really must take a little bread
home to our families. Other times she is ice cold and says things that
make me unhappy, such as the other day when one of the girls, in a
quiet moment, asked Mrs. Larsen:
“By the way, why don’t any boys work in the shop?”
“Because,” said Mrs. Larsen, “we don’t want anything to do with
boys and foreigners here….” A painful silence followed Mrs. Larsen’s
declaration.
I heard, of course, distinctly what she said. But I tried to behave
as if I was busy putting some things in place so she wouldn’t see how
much her words had hurt me.
I didn’t understand her. What had I done to her? I knew I did my
work, so that couldn’t have been the reason. But why, then? Then I
heard her again: “I know several employers who simply will not have
foreigners working for them. They notice that they all travel home
whenever they like.…”
I turned around and looked at her. I didn’t care now. “I don’t
understand. You asked us to come here. You can’t expect that we will
travel back only when you approve. That is not fair.”
Mrs. Larsen looked at me in surprise – as if she had just discovered
that I was in the shop. Then she opened her mouth. She was angry.
“Now you should stop. I don’t want to stand here and discuss this
topic with you,” she said in a loud voice. Then she turned on her heel
and disappeared into the back of the bakery.
I could feel my pulse pounding. I was also angry. But in contrast
to Mrs. Larsen, I think I had a good reason to be angry. What had I
done to this woman? Why did she keep on nagging me and why had
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she employed me if she didn’t want foreigners inside her door? And
why the sudden friendship in between—how could one be two such
diﬀerent people in such a short time?
I clamped down on my agitation and tried to smile when I gave a
sweet elderly lady half of a butter-wreath pastry a little later. It didn’t
make me happy….
Today, my twin brother Hasan came home from school and was
sad. He wouldn’t say why. My mother tried to ask him what the matter
was but he just shook his head and went into his room.
I knew well why Hasan was hanging his head—I could see it in
his face—but I didn’t say anything. It is so hard to explain—it is so
diﬃcult to talk about, and so you just want to control your anger and
be alone…. I knew what was wrong with Hasan. Allerød is a small
town and the ingenuity among the people who think it is enjoyable
to shout nicknames and bother us is not overwhelmingly impressive.
We all know about being yelled at, but we don’t like to talk about
it. Once in a while I wish that those who hound us would one day
experience how it is to be laughed at and humiliated while others
look on. They should know how it feels to walk down the street and
suddenly hear shouts of “Turks,” “Pakis,” or “Bum.” When I hear
these shouts, I always try with all the power I have to pretend as if
they don’t make any diﬀerence, as if things could be worse. But inside
I am ashamed and am embarrassed as I hurry away.
The anger comes later. What have I done to these people? Why do
they scoﬀ at me? They don’t know me. They have no idea who I am,
but they still feel as if they have the right to annoy me and my family,
as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
What makes me so angry is that these people don’t even give us a
fair chance. After all, what do they know about us? Yes, they know we
are foreign, that we look diﬀerent. Naturally, they know all the stupid
prejudices: that business about us slaughtering goats on the balconies.
That male immigrants steal the Danish girls, and that we live oﬀ the
Danish social programs without lifting a finger….
But aside from that, what do they know? Do they know that
our fathers came to Denmark at a time when Denmark had too little
unemployment and needed willing hands to do society’s dirtiest and
most poorly paid work? Do they know what it is like to work in a
foreign country for years while one’s family lives 3,000 kilometers
away?
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Do they know that we pay taxes just like all the other families in
Denmark? That we are also people, with feelings, pride, and a need to
be accepted, and that we—even though we miss our own land—are
also fond of the land we live in now, Denmark?
Do they know that? I doubt it, because if they knew, I don’t think
they would shout at us, for then they would know how it hurts. I
don’t think that those who think it is funny to pressure us here in
our town are racists, even though they scare me with their shouting.
Sometimes, when you get close to them, you can see the uncertainty
in their eyes. They are unsure because we are diﬀerent—and because
we are diﬀerent, why?
Sometimes I am afraid of what might happen in the future,
whether we immigrants over the years will become less accepted.
I can’t stop thinking about it, especially after what I saw on the TV
news a few weeks ago.
We watched an interview with a young man. He called himself
“Lille-Sten” and was twenty-two years old. He explained with pride
that he is a racist and that he hates immigrants and refugees. “Pakis,”
he called us. “‘Pakis’ are just like animals,” he said on TV. “They come
up here and weasel their way in. Steal our jobs and smuggle a bunch
of hard stuﬀ into the country. That’s why we don’t like them. That’s
why they should leave....”
After the TV news, we all sat quietly, not looking each other in
the eyes. But then my father said something that I had never thought
of before. He said it was a waste of good energy to hate the few
Danes who, like “Lille-Sten,” try to whip up hatred towards all that is
foreign. He explained that, in reality, the “ignorance” that is shameful
is racism and that “Lille-Sten” and his friends were people who had
problems, lacked work, or education and who felt so squeezed that
they looked for something weaker than themselves that they could
blame for all their problems.
“That’s why immigrants and refugees are made scapegoats. We
are the weakest they can find,” concluded my father. I said nothing. I
was so angry with the rubbish that I didn’t even to try to understand
my father’s arguments. But a few days later, after I had thought it over
a little, I could easily see that perhaps what he said was not so crazy.
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IX. Summer at Last
It is truly summer. The sun hangs all day in the sky like a huge
projector, sending warmth and happiness down to us. It surprises me
every year what a miracle the summer is. It is almost as if the first sun
rays and warm days change the Danes with a single blow.
Away with the past half-year of down jackets, thermal socks,
boots, and cold air. In with thin shirts, bikinis, sandals, and summer
smiles, red and white flags in the small gardens, and pale men behind
the lawnmower, barefoot on a green, green background. That is my
picture of a summer landscape in Denmark. On a day like this it is
impossible not to like everyone—or at least try to....
We are busy packing. Early tomorrow morning, we leave on
vacation to Turkey and the village. A few days ago, my father drove
home with a car he had just bought, a Volkswagen van, shaped like a
loaf of rye bread. I must admit that even though I am not crazy about
rye bread, I like this car. There is lots of room for all six of us and the
three tons of baggage it looks like we will have with us.
I’m excited about seeing the village again. It has been so long. All
my friends. I wonder if some of them are already married. Engaged at
least? That happens early among the Kurds.
Will they recognize me again? I have changed in the last eight
years. And even though we have visited Kurdistan since we moved,
there is still a diﬀerence between the little shy Kurdish girl who left the
village of Bulduk and the Danish girl I resemble now. Did I say Danish
girl? Yes, perhaps I did. But my heart beats steadily in Kurdish—even
though there might be some Danish beats in the rhythm.
In three days we will be there. I can hardly wait. This time I have
someone to write home to. I have a girl friend. A Danish girl friend.
And I promised to write….
X. Hi Hanne — Konya, 22 June 1986
Dear Hanne:
I’m sitting on the balcony in our apartment and writing these lines
to you. Actually, I wanted to write earlier but everything has been so
confusing these first days that I have barely had a minute to myself.
But now everyone else has gone visiting for a little while and
I have peace and quiet to send you the latest news. The trip down
here went well (up to a point), even though it was hard to ride in a
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car three days in a row. Our car broke down, of course, someplace in
Yugoslavia, so we had to stop, get a mechanic, and everything. That’s
why I say that there is something rotten about Danish rye bread.
At the Turkish border, we waited several hours until it was finally
our turn to get the car and papers checked. The waiting wasn’t so
bad because there was a lot to see. The cars stood in long lines and
waited to get into Turkey. Most of them were apparently just like us,
immigrants who live and work in another country and are now on the
way home for summer vacation.
As we sat, bumper to bumper, I couldn’t help but think that we
were a modern caravan of nomads. Perhaps that is what we really are:
nomads who move around Europe, looking for places where we can
find work.
My father explained that it is not at all diﬃcult to see where the
guest workers are coming back from. One just has to look at their cars.
Those who drive Volvos are “Swedish.” “Germans” drive mostly in
Mercedes and Volkswagens, and those who work in France puﬀ along
in small French cars. The “Danish” cars are a blend of makes—so we
are not as easy to recognize.
Anyway, at long last we arrived. The city we live in is Konya. It
is quite a large city, about the size of Aarhus. The reason we live here
and not out in the village is that my grandparents have just moved
to Konya to be closer to my uncle and aunt, who have a shop here in
town that sells fabric, yarn, and things like that.
From here to Bulduk is about three hours by car. In a few days we
will all go there to visit family and friends. But you’ll hear about that
later. For the time being, I’m just enjoying sitting here in the sun alone,
drinking tea, eating sunflower seeds, and writing to you.
From where I am sitting, I can keep up nicely with what is
happening down on the street and around the other houses. Just now
a boy is walking below with a large tray with freshly baked coﬀee
cake on his head. “Fresh coﬀee cake, buy my fresh pastry,” he shouts.
You suddenly get hungry for something good to eat.
Over on the corner an old man is vigorously chopping wood. It
seems a bit comical. It is at least thirty-five degrees (C.) in the shade
and firewood isn’t the first thing that comes to mind. But o.k., as I said,
the winter in this part of Turkey can be bitterly cold, so it is not a bad
idea to be prepared.
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Now I can hear the call to prayer from the large mosque close by.
The mullahs, as we call our priests, call us to prayer five times a day.
They do it with help of some large speakers that can be heard all over
town. When the mullah’s voice echoes through the streets, people
start to pray immediately, no matter where they are. For anyone who
hasn’t seen it before, it is definitely a strange sight when people kneel
on their prayer rugs or a piece of paper, or whatever they have, and
bow towards Mecca (Mohammad’s holy city) while saying a whole lot
of prayers. But it is our custom to pray like that.
A lot of young people down here are not very diligent about
praying (that includes me) and many of us go to the mosque only on
Fridays, the holy day for Muslims. My grandfather, on the other hand,
goes to the mosque several times a day and never misses a prayer. But
he is also sixty-nine and comes from a time when everyone followed
religion to the letter.
Since we came we have been sitting up each evening and talking
late into the night. As you can imagine, we have a lot to tell since we
haven’t seen each other for a few years. It is nice to see everyone again,
even though much has changed. Or perhaps it is me. My aunt teases
me a little that they do not recognize me and that I have become a
Danish girl. “Such nonsense,” I answer. But deep inside I know well
that there is something true about what she says. Sometimes I feel that
I don’t belong here in Turkey or in Denmark. It’s a strange feeling....
But I have to go now. I can hear that the others have come home.
I’ve promised to help my mother with dinner.
I hope you are well and enjoying the summer. I’ll write again soon.
Loving greetings,
Meryem
P.S. I saw the Cosby Show last night on Turkish TV. They simulcast
almost all the foreign programs down here. You should hear the
Cosby family speak flawless Turkish—funny, funny!
XI. Hi Hanne — Bulduk, 30 June 1986
Hi Hanne:
Phew, it is hot here. I’m writing to you from town where it is so
warm that you could fry an egg on your head, if you were bald.
We have been in Bulduk for three days now. We came here on
Thursday after a long, warm drive. I was very excited when we finally
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saw the town emerge over the horizon like a little dusty spot. All of a
sudden I thought it was several hundred years since I had been here
last. I knew of course that it was nonsense, but that’s the way it felt.
Now after a few days it’s going better. Even though it has been
a long time, everything is apparently just as it used to be. The house
where I was born, the school, shops where as a child I traded eggs for
candy, the old ladies in the doorways, men with their glasses of tea in
the café, children playing among the sheep and goats—everything is
familiar.
Last night part of the family gathered at the home of my aunt
and uncle, Osman and Miyase. Osman used to work in Denmark,
like many of the men. But he came back after a few years, because he
missed his family and friends too much. Now he makes a living by
building houses and is happy about it, even though money is tight.
I wish you could have been along last evening. Then you would
have experienced a Kurdish family dinner and seen how our customs
are diﬀerent from yours. Just listen: the first thing you do as a guest
here in Kurdistan is place your shoes outside the door. Then you
knock on the passageway and walk in. Everyone who is younger than
the guests stands up, greets the guests, and remains standing until the
guests sit down.
It is polite to seat a guest at the highest point. That means, in
practice, that the guest gets the thickest pillow to sit on, because, as
you know, people don’t use furniture in Kurdistan but instead have
thick rugs and pillows all over. Politeness is very important for the
Kurds. For example, no man would dream of smoking in front of his
father. That is true even if the son is fifty years old and the father
is seventy-five. Younger men don’t take part in conversations either,
unless they are asked about something directly.
Respect for elders is big here in Kurdistan. Everyone listens to
what they say and respects their advice, because they know that the
elderly have lived for many years and therefore have life experience.
I believe that the Danes could learn something from the respect the
Kurds have for the elderly in society.
I don’t think that older people in Denmark get respect when they
can no longer work or earn money. They seem to be in the way and
are placed in small rooms in old people’s homes, where they can sit
with their cookies on Sunday afternoon and hope and pray that their
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family has time to look in for half an hour. It’s a strange way to allow
your fathers and mothers to live in their old age, I think.
Have you noticed that I write all the time about what the men
do? That is, of course, by choice. Our culture is very sharply divided
between men and women. The women, for example, don’t eat together
with the men. They serve the food and afterwards eat in the kitchen.
It’s due to the fact that it is not proper for a Kurdish woman to let a
man see her eat. Eating is a very private matter.
I know well that to your eyes it is an unusual way to live and
that many Danes think we immigrant women are terribly oppressed.
I guess we are in some ways, even though I am far from observing
all the traditional regulations. But this is how my people have been
used to living for hundreds of years. One doesn’t just throw so many
years of cultural practice overboard because one is living for a while
in another country, just the opposite. I know that many immigrants in
Denmark are surprised about the free ways Danish families function.
In the end, I don’t think it is a question of right or wrong – to
behave “right” or “wrong.” It is rather a matter of acknowledging that
we are diﬀerent people who have diﬀerent ways of living.
Anyway, I was talking about our customs. Down here, we sit
cross legged on the floor to eat. Before the meal, we wash our hands
and arms thoroughly. We don’t use knives, forks, and plates as we
do in Denmark. Food is served on a tray and we all eat by using our
fingers and bread to dip. Last night we had chicken in eggplant sauce,
rice, bread, and salad that my aunt and I prepared on the floor in the
kitchen on a little gas jet. After the meal we wash ourselves again and
drink either a glass of water or a mixture of cold yogurt, water and
salt. Adults seldom drink wine and beer and those kinds of drinks,
because by according to the Koran, Mohammad’s holy book, it is
forbidden to drink alcohol.
Does this sound complicated? Perhaps when one is not used to it.
But when one has received all these regulations through your mother’s
milk, as I have, one naturally doesn’t go around and think about it
every day. For us it is as natural as someone in Denmark getting up to
allow an elderly person to take a seat on a bus (which does happen—
every once in a while), planting a pine tree in the middle of the living
room with a star at the top every year in December, or pouring water
on children when they are baptized….
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Enough of that. I also want to tell you how it went when I met my
two girlfriends, Fatma and Melek.
They are just like you and me, only 15 years old, but they are
already engaged and will surely marry next year. In Kurdistan it is very
common that both girls and boys marry very early (my mother was
15 and my father 18) and they don’t decide for themselves whom they
shall marry. Almost all marriages are arranged by the young people’s
parents, and often the girl and boy who will marry have never seen
one another before the wedding. I know that sounds unbelievable, but
that is the way it is. If the parents agree that their son and daughter
will do well together, then they become engaged.
It is customary to ask the young people if they have anything
against the chosen marriage partner. If they do, the parents will often
find another man or woman for them. No one is usually interested in
giving their children away against their will. It is important for the
parents that the marriage works, for it is the children who will one
day support them.
Normally, young people rely on their parents’ knowledge as to
what is right for them. Young people in Kurdistan are very interested
in getting married. To begin with, it is totally unthinkable that girls
and boys would have sex with each other until after they are married.
In a Muslim-Danish family, one insists absolutely that the bride is
a virgin. It is said that the greatest honor a Kurdish man has is his
daughter’s virginity. She must not have been in bed with anyone and
it is a custom and practice that an older woman, after the bridal night,
fetches the sheets from the bridal bed and takes them to the girl’s
parents. If the parents can see from the spots of blood proving that
their daughter was a virgin, the family honor is preserved. If, on the
other hand, the girl is not a virgin, it is a great shame and disgrace for
her family.
Another reason why young people look forward to getting
married is that with us is that people are considered really special
when they have their own families. A Kurdish girl who is over twenty
and not married is looked down upon as an old maid unless she has
gone to school to study. Then she has permission to be a little late in
marrying. When a Kurdish man marries he has to pay a sum of money
to the bride’s father. He has to do that because it is an economic loss
for a father to lose his daughter from the household.
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In Kurdistan it is the girls who move to the husband’s family
when they get married. The men, on the other hand, continue to live
with their parents as long as possible, even after they have established
their own families.
The price of the bride, which is also called “mother milk,” can be
quite varied. But the price is “smoke in the air,” since many Kurds
have started to earn money in Denmark. It is not uncommon for the
bridegroom to pay ten to fifteen thousand Danish kroner for his wife.
The bride has permission to use that money for clothing, jewelry,
and bridal accessories. As in other countries, the wedding is a very
important event and is celebrated with a big festival where families
together with townspeople eat, drink, and dance—often for up to
three days.
Some people get divorced, but not very often. But it can be a
problem if the wife does not give birth to a son. It is first and foremost
the son who should support his parents’ old age. If a woman gives
birth to a female and not a male, her husband could marry another
wife. According to our religion, a man has the right to have up to four
wives…. But most, by far, have “only” one. A man has to pay a bridal
price each time he marries and there are not too many who can aﬀord
that.
Both Fatma and Melek are wildly excited about their marriages.
But at the same time they are unbelievably curious about hearing how
young people their age live in Denmark. They ask continuously how
we live and I tell all that I can, about school and how young Danes mix
with one another and what one can and cannot do and not least about
our clothes. They think it is fantastic that I wear pants in Denmark and
that jeans are so cheap.
You have to remember that Fatma and Melek, even though it
is warm, always wear dresses, scarves, and socks and could never
dream of wearing anything else, because that is our tradition. Even
though I have done my best to explain to Melek and Fatma about how
it is in Denmark and how my life is up there, I still don’t think they
understand me. For them it is nearly unreal to hear about a country
and a life that is so diﬀerent from their own.
Even when we speak pleasantly together, I feel there is a distance
between us that is impossible to overcome. We no longer think in the
same way. We no longer have the same hopes for our lives—and in
one way or another we are foreign to each other. Or rather, it is me
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who is foreign. I know now that I no longer belong here in the town,
just as I don’t belong one hundred percent to Denmark either. I feel
caught in-between, as if I have been split in the middle with an axe
and have become two people, so that it doesn’t make any diﬀerence
whether I am here or in Denmark, I’m only half-alive because I don’t
really belong in either place.
I know this sounds solemn. But I feel divided. Split between two
countries and two cultures….
Loving greetings,
Meryem
XII. Hi Hanne, 14 July 1986
Dear Hanne:
This is probably the last letter I will write to you. In a couple of
days, we will turn the “Rye Bread” toward the north and Denmark
again.
Just as I was so happy to come down here, I am just as happy now
to return to Denmark. As nice as it is to be here, it is also a little tiring
after a while. For example, I can’t go any place alone. It is unthinkable
that a young unmarried girl would walk around town alone. So I have
to have my father or any one of my brothers go with me if I just want
to go visit a girlfriend or someone in the family.
Honestly, it seems foolish to me, but that is the way the rules are
and I have to follow them. Otherwise there would be problems. It
doesn’t take much for the talking to start, especially not when you
come from Europe. Then the smallest mistake or deviation from
the normal pattern is measured and weighed and talked about so
exhaustively that you wouldn’t believe it....
I also realize that I am no longer used to living in a place where
one gets water at the well and where there is neither electricity nor
a real toilet. One is quickly spoiled, I must admit. Besides I had a
funny experience yesterday as I watched some children playing. One
of the small boys had on a red and white t-shirt, and I asked him in
Kurdish where he had gotten it. “Denmark, of course,” he answered
in respectable Copenhagen Danish. “I’m from Ballerup.” That shows
a little of how many “Danes” there are from Bulduk.
There’s something else I need to tell you: in the past few days, my
parents have had visitors with more than a few oﬀers for marriage—for
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me! Yes, proposals come here, of course, not from the men themselves.
It is their parents who turn up to hear about the possibility of a match.
To be completely honest, it feels quite strange to sit here and know
that my parents are sitting in the living room next door, discussing my
future with a married couple that I don’t know, just as I, of course,
don’t know their son—the man I will possibly marry.... Fortunately, I
know that my parents would never oﬀer me a marriage without my
agreeing to the man. If I say no, there would not be a wedding. That
is nice to know. It is far from what all young Kurds experience, to be
so free.
Perhaps you would ask how I could marry a man (or perhaps I
should rather say a boy) whom I don’t know at all and whom I don’t
even like? Well, I can because that has been the custom of my people
for marriage for hundreds of years and because I rely on my parents
to find an appealing partner for me. My big brother, Cemal, who is
twenty years old, is already engaged, and he doesn’t know the girl he
will marry.
There is no doubt that I will also be engaged in the course of the
next few years. But I don’t think (fortunately) it will be on this trip. I
have nothing in the least against waiting. But I will barely be older
than seventeen before it happens.
Besides, I am sure that many of the parents who come here to
propose for their sons wouldn’t be interested in me, if they had other
options, except for the fact that we now live in Europe. It’s a question
of status. It’s prestigious to have a daughter-in-law and wife who
comes from Denmark, which we are realizing from the influx of oﬀers.
I don’t envy my parents, who must sit and negotiate with the
married couples who come here with proposals. My mother and
father can’t just sit there and say: “No, honestly, we are not interested
in your family….” Instead, they say, “We intend that Meryem will
study and therefore not get engaged for the time being.”
For my part, I plan on waiting awhile before I start in on the whole
engagement process—or whatever it is called. Even though I have
reached 15 years of age, I don’t feel mature enough yet.
But now I will close. I look forward to seeing you when school
starts again.
Loving greetings,
Meryem
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XIII. School Camp
“This will be fun.…” “Have you heard that there is a boat along
with the cabin?” “Great, then we can fish and swim and do all kinds
of things.”
“Yes, and it’s only two kilometers to the nearest grocer. I sure hope
he has stocked a lot of beer. It would be a catastrophe to run dry in
such a place….” “Just listen to that idiot. Two sodas and he collapses.”
“When the cabin is so far out in the woods, you can count on mice
and other creatures….” Of course, they’ll be there. I’ve heard that the
mice in Norway are as large as Alsatian dogs and just as fierce.
It was Friday afternoon and the class was in an uproar. All
around, most of the ninth grade campers stood, hung out, sat, and
lay, and discussed the novelty of the events that were the basis for the
excitement: a school camping trip to Norway.
The plan was that we would go with two teachers to Norway for a
whole week, where we would live in a luxury cabin, work on a group
project, go exploring, go to plays, enjoy ourselves, and everything.
It sounded great. Even though we had just started school after
summer vacation, it was a good feeling to have something to look
forward to.
The class was about to bubble over with excitement and wild
plans. I was, of course, also happy, but still could not keep from
thinking: what now if my parents say no…?
True, I had gone along on school camps a few times before. But
that had been in the lower grades and now I was in the ninth grade...
but why shouldn’t it work out? It should be okay. Going to Norway
with my class—I’d simply die if I couldn’t go on the trip.
“What do you think, Meryem?” asked Hanne. “Isn’t it just super?
A whole week in the mountains! You‘ll come along, won’t you?”
“Of course,” I answered in a convincing voice. But inside I didn’t
feel completely convinced any more….
Over the next few days, I tried especially hard to help out at home
and, in general, create as positive an atmosphere as possible. Then
they’d be willing to talk about the school trip, I thought.
When a week had passed, I thought it was time to start the
“attack.” Signups up for the Norway trip were next Wednesday, so it
was now or never. And I would go along on the trip. I would….
My father was sitting in the living room, reading, when I started:
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“Dad, there is something I’d like to talk with you about.…”
He looked up—and suddenly I knew that this would be diﬃcult.
Very diﬃcult.... “ My class is going on a school camping trip, to
Norway. We leave the first week in October and two teachers will
go along, Dorrit and Finn—you know, we had him for math. We’ve
already started to arrange the whole thing and everyone is going. We’ll
have all of our classes up there and work on group projects and….”
I spoke like a machine gun. My father listened politely. But I
couldn’t keep from noticing that his eyes were strangely sad, as if he
had sad news to tell. When I was finished with my torrent of speech,
he took me by the hand:
“This is diﬃcult, Meryem. We both know this. But we will talk
about it, and we must also talk to Mother about it. But you know it is
diﬃcult, don’t you?”
I didn’t know what to answer. I just sat and stared out into space,
while the words kept buzzing around in my head: “This is diﬃcult,
Meryem. It is diﬃcult, Meryem. It is….” Why couldn’t he just give me
permission? Why couldn’t I just get permission to be like the others
—just once? What was it that was so diﬃcult? Devil take it, everyone
else would be on the trip. The whole class. Hanne and everyone!
“Why do I have to be the only one who....” “I’ll never forgive you,
if you say ‘no’ to this trip. I’ll never forgive you….” I hurled the words
right at his head. Then I realized that at the most two seconds would
pass before I started to howl and I rushed out of the room.
Later that evening, my father came into the bedroom that I shared
with my little sister. I sat on the bed and acted as if I was deeply
engrossed in a book.
My father sat down opposite me. It was completely quiet in the
apartment and for a long time no one said anything.
I cringed with embarrassment. I knew what was coming—but I
didn’t want to hear it.
Then my father started to speak: “Meryem, I’m very sorry. I know
how much it hurts you. But you have to believe me when I say that it
hurts me just as much....
We think so much of you and would like to give you permission
to go on the trip to the school camp. But we simply cannot. It would
be the same as turning our backs on our whole culture and that
way in which both you and we have been raised. You have to try to
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understand that it is impossible to throw our traditions and customs
overboard.
Perhaps it is diﬃcult for you to understand just today, when you
are disappointed and angry. But I think you will see later why we say
‘no’ to this school camping trip.”
When my father left a little later, I sat up in my windowsill and
stared out into the night. I was infuriated. Infuriated and sorry about
it. The whole thing was so unjust.
Outside, it was a clear summer evening and the sky with its many
stars reminded me of the time when I, as a child, lay on the roof of
our house in town and dreamed and looked up into the sea of stars
where small sparkling dots formed the most unbelievable figures in
my fantasy and where I wished for the most fantastic things each time
we looked at shooting stars in the sky.
A shooting star. That’s just what I needed right now. I wouldn’t for
a second wonder what I would wish for….
What kind of nonsense was I sitting and thinking about? I didn’t
want to think about Kurdistan or Kurds. Why couldn’t my father and
mother understand how diﬃcult it was to go to school each day and
be Danish and then a while later come home and have to be Kurdish?
Why couldn’t they understand how diﬃcult it was to always feel
like an outsider?
That evening I sat up late into the night and just stared at the sky.
But I didn’t see as much as a single shooting star.
The next two days, I stayed home from school, not because I was
sick, which I wasn’t. It was more because I was not interested in seeing
anyone, especially not anyone from my class. I could hardly stand to
think about how they sat in their classes and during free time and
talked about the camp, school, planning, and enjoying themselves.
I hated the stupid school camp. I hated the dumb traditions that
were impossible for me to join. And I hated always feeling like an
outsider, whether I was in Denmark or Kurdistan.
Why can’t I be allowed to be just like the others, I kept asking
myself, even though I knew the answer, inside.
The truth is that I am not just like everyone else. That was what
my father was trying to explain to me. He had tried to explain to me
what I already knew, but wouldn’t admit to myself: that a Kurdish girl
of my age would under no circumstances be given permission to take
a trip with a group of Danish young people, half of whom are boys
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and who completely naturally would go to dance clubs, drink beer,
fall in love, and go to bed together.
It wasn’t that my parents didn’t trust me, because I knew they did.
It was my reputation they were afraid for. They were afraid of the talk
among other Kurds, talk about how Meryem was no longer a “nice”
girl. That there was perhaps a stain on her reputation. It was that kind
of talk they wanted to avoid, which is why they said “no.” I tried for
days to understand and accept all of that. In school, I tried to explain
to the others why I wasn’t going along to Norway.
It wasn’t easy. Still, most of my classmates acted as if they
understood. Even though the others, in the weeks afterwards, often
spoke about the school camp and all that happened, I was strangely
enough not quite envious.
Perhaps because my father instead had promised to travel with
me for a week in London to show me the city. That was, of course, to
heal a wound. But I believe the most important reason was that I no
longer tried to know who I was.
I knew now that I would never like the others and it hurt just to
admit it.
Their lives would never be mine. That much was sure….
XIV. Outside
Final examinations. We sit in long straight rows, sweating. The
small tables are filled with apples, sodas, Yankee Bars, and creamy
caramels. It is incredible how hungry Danes can be after sitting quietly
for four hours.
It is completely quiet in the hall. The only sound that can be
heard comes from the desk where the examiner turns the page of his
newspaper now and again, while at the same time he glances quickly
over the bowed heads. Most students are concentrating on their work.
A few turn pages, second-guessing their answers, and bite their pencils
to unclench their jaw muscles. Others sit with their heads in their
hands and stare anxiously out of the window. Outside, it is autumn,
with sudden gusts of wind and yellow leaves that whirl around on
the asphalt. When one looks around in here, one can clearly see who
has a handle on things and who is really on thin ice. Take Hanne, for
example, sitting quietly bent over the yellow sheet of paper, working
without doubt and concentrating on getting top grades. A pencil
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eraser, pen, ruler, and two mandarin oranges are arranged in front of
her, marching as if they were little soldiers waiting for orders.
Over by Kim, it’s a diﬀerent story. His table looks like someone
has dropped a hand grenade amidst empty soda bottles, crumpled up
chocolate wrappers, apple cores, an overturned pencil case, scattered
pencils, and paper. The whole thing is a disaster area, with Kim in the
middle, sprawled across the table and swinging a pen unconcernedly
from the corner of his mouth.
There are diﬀerences between people—and you obviously don’t
have to be from opposite ends of the globe to see things diﬀerently….
I’m just about done with my Danish essay, even though I almost
couldn’t keep from laughing when the essay topics were distributed.
The first one is “About being diﬀerent.” There is a picture of an
immigrant family standing at the train station with a pile of bags and
suitcases accompanying a long text by a serious-looking man with
full beard and glasses about how diﬃcult it is for immigrants and
refugees in Denmark and why they are so diﬀerent. For a moment, I
am tempted by the subject. I have a little background knowledge to
draw from.
But then I think: “No, you don’t want to.” It could so easily be an
immigrant girl who “wrote the essay about herself”– and I have no
interest in being labeled an “Immigrant Girl” with a large “I” when
the examiner corrects my work with a red pen, so I drop the subject.
This is an essay for Danish class and I want to choose a Danish
subject. So I select the topic featuring a Coca Cola ad with a lot of
happy young people in a big sports car and write about advertising
and how it influences us. I have a few ideas about that, so I write until
my hand cramps. I manage to get the last period down exactly before
the teacher blows the whistle.
A week later we get our grades. When I see the number ten on top
of the essay, I have a hard time hiding how both happy and proud I
am. A “10” on a Danish essay—that was not something I was used to.
“Meryem, what did you get?” It is Åse asking. She sits with Birgit
and stretches her neck to see the grade on my essay.
“I got a 10. What about you…?”
Birgit and Åse look at each other. I can tell they are having a hard
time taking this in.
“Did you get a 10? How in the world could that be? On a Danish
essay…?”
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“We both got sixes,” says Åse. “That was an impossible subject.
Advertising, immigrants, and then that strange poem. Who the devil
could write about that? That was ridiculous.”
“And you got a 10.” That is Birgit again and she is having a diﬃcult
time hiding the envy in her voice.
“Tell me, are you related to the examiner or something like that?
Isn’t there something about you having an enormously large family
there where you’re from? Maybe it was your uncle who graded the
essay.…” They double over with laughter. I turn and try to act as if I
think they said something very amusing. But to my great irritation, I
realize that I am blushing all the way down my neck.
I don’t know what’s wrong. But since the week in Norway, it’s as
if everything has gone awry between me and the others in the class.
Perhaps it is because I never go along with anything they are doing. At
any rate, something has changed. I realize that several people in the
class have a hard time accepting that I get good grades. It is especially
the worst students in the class who are after me. Such as now, Åse
and Birgit. They think mostly about parties, makeup, and boys, and
therefore, it is perhaps not so unusual that they are at the bottom of
the class.
I am at the opposite end, and sometimes I sense quite clearly that
the others don’t like me, based on my grades. It is as if their attitude
is: “You are a foreigner. You can’t come here and be better than we
are….” Maybe it is because janteloven is three times more important
when one is foreign and not “really” Danish. I don’t know.
But they should know that it isn’t by chance that I get good grades.
I slave for them. I slave because I know that I have to be extra capable
if I have any hope of getting into high school and getting an education.
It is rare for a Kurdish girl to get an education, even if she lives in
Denmark. Normally, Kurdish girls marry at seventeen and after that it
is their job to take care of their husband, children, and the home.
I am not interested in that life. Not since I have been living in
Denmark for eight years and seen how many possibilities a girl
has here, compared with where I came from. I dream of getting an
education with the chance to use it after I have married.
Still, I don’t know what I want to be. Something to do with
language, I think, or journalism perhaps. But to get permission to
study further, I have to be capable so that neither my parents, nor the
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one I would marry, can say no. That is why I can’t aﬀord to sleep my
school time away....
Birgit and Åse are still sitting there, giggling, when the bell rings.
As near as I could hear, they were in full swing, planning an evening
at the discotheque down at the youth club. I couldn’t keep from
listening to what they said. They were going to meet Lars at seven
o’clock, drink a few beers, and then all go out to the disco afterwards.
They screeched and started to wriggle around as if there was music
playing.
I suddenly felt very grown up next to these two. Grown up and a
little envious....
XV. Girl in Two Countries
One night I had a strange dream. I dreamed I was at a party with
a lot of people. It was a huge party, and among the many guests was
my family, several students from my class, my teachers, Mrs. Larsen
from the bakery, my friends Melek and Fatma from the country, my
grandparents, and many others I knew.
They were all enjoying themselves, eating, talking, dancing.
Suddenly, in the middle of a swarm of people, my eyes focused on a
girl who looked exactly like me: the same features, the same hair, eyes,
and clothes—we resembled each other as much as two drops of water.
I pointed at the girl and shouted: “Look at her—that must be my
double.” But neither my family nor my friends could see her. “Which
girl? We can’t see any girl,” they said, in spite of her standing right in
front of my eyes. Then I saw the girl starting to walk toward me.
When she stood in front of me, she smiled and said something in
a language I had never heard before. Even though I didn’t understand
the girl, I still wanted to answer her. But it didn’t matter how much I
tried, I couldn’t get a word out.
There we stood. I was mute, and she spoke a language I couldn’t
understand….
Then I woke up. Later that day, I told Hanne about my dream,
but even though we both racked our brains we couldn’t make heads
or tails of it.
Much later it dawned on me what the dream was all about. It was
about something I have known deep inside for a long time: that, in
reality, I am two girls—two persons, who are as diﬀerent as can be.
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One is the girl who bikes to school in Nike shoes and a sweatshirt,
speaks Copenhagen Danish, and listens to Duran Duran on a
Walkman.
The other is a girl wearing a scarf and long skirt, whose roots are
still deeply planted in a little primitive town on the Anatolian plateau.
It isn’t so strange that these two girls can’t speak to or understand
each other....
Today, I told Hanne I had solved the “dream puzzle.” I think she
understood, even though it must be strange for her to hear about.
In spite of the fact that Hanne and I are good friends, there are
many things we can’t talk about. The fact that our lives and our futures
are so diﬀerent is probably what separates us.
We take great pain to understand each other but it’s often hard.
When she, for example, falls in love with a boy and wants to talk
about it, then I sit there and have no idea what I should say. It is so
foreign to me, both to speak about and imagine.
I know that there is no point falling in love with a Danish boy. As
a Muslim, it is completely unthinkable that I would marry a Dane.
So I can just as well throw all thoughts of love out of my head. Kurds
do not accept mixed marriages and with us a Kurd marries a Kurd—
that’s that.
So far my parents have not married me oﬀ, but it won’t be long
before it happens. I hope the man I get will have an education and
live either in Denmark or in Konya. I’m sure I will never return to the
village to live there. I would even find it diﬃcult to live in Konya.
A girl does not have many rights in Turkey. When I get married,
I will have to accept that I must wait on my husband. Those are the
traditions and it is almost as heavy to move as mountains. But they
can move—and I would like to shake some of them, just a little....
And who knows: why shouldn’t my dream be fulfilled of marrying a
pleasant, wealthy man, who has a relaxed attitude towards Kurdish
traditions and allows me to get an education, hold a job, and raise
the two to three children I would have, while they help out at home,
regardless of whether they are girls or boys? I believe such a man
exists. He can be found—if my parents are willing to search half of
Kurdistan and Denmark in order to track him down....
Sometimes in the evenings we sit at home and talk about what it
would be like to move back, if my parents could buy the business they
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wanted. We could again be close to our family and surrounded once
more by a culture that is our own.
When, on such an evening, I sit and listen to my family’s dreams
and hear them tell about our country, then I am happy to return. Of
course I know that it wouldn’t be without challenges. But life is not
problem-free either, as we already know—split between two cultures,
two ways to live. It is not easy to be Kurdish when we are at home and
Danish when we are out -- even though one can become accustomed
to the strangest of circumstances.
Sometimes I can’t keep from thinking that it would be lovely if
one could borrow the best features from each other’s cultures and
mix them together. If only all people—Chinese, Swedish, Japanese,
Italians, Eskimos, Africans, Arabs, Asians, Americans, Brazilians,
Kurds, and Danes, and whatever they are all called—have so much
to learn from each other, if only they would allow themselves to. So
why not borrow each other’s good ideas? It doesn’t cost anything. I
refuse to believe that some people in the whole world are so formed
of concrete and so “right” that they can’t learn more.
I often feel sad when I think about some Danes, who obviously
don’t think they can learn anything from other cultures than their own
“Royal Danish.” For them, Preben Elkjær, Green Tuborg, and ground
beef with onions represent the only proper way to live, while all
“foreigners,” in their eyes, have not understood a piece of the whole.
Somewhere or other it still hurts to know that such people have no
use for my culture for anything other than for laughing at or looking
down on.
I don’t understand these Danes any more than I understand Kurds
who turn their backs on everything that is Danish and only want to
live in their own “right” way.
I have learned an enormous amount here in Denmark and I am not
ashamed of the “mixture” I am. I can hardly keep from laughing when
I say the word. But that is really what I am: a “mixture,” something
in the line of two large spoonfuls of Kurdishness combined with a
spoonful of Danishness and stirred for eight years.
I admit that it is a recipe that could make you crazy. But I also
believe it is a powerful mixture. Regardless, it is responsible for
making me the person I have become and will be the rest of my life:
Meryem, a girl in two worlds.
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XVI. Epilogue: Twenty-Eight Years Later
In 1987, as a fifteen-year-old Kurdish girl living in Denmark, I had
many conflicting thoughts and experiences, but I still feel now as I
did then about being a positive mixture of two cultures. Denmark is
my home! I have a good life. I have purposeful work. My husband,
Yavuz (45 years old), has a good job. We live in Allerød and have three
children: Mahsum, Aram, and Zilan. Mahsum is twenty-one years
old and attends technical school. Aram is fourteen and in the eighth
grade. Zilan is seven and in first grade.
Yavuz has a university degree from Turkey but since it is diﬃcult
to transfer diploma credentials, he is happy to run a successful
restaurant in Birkerød. I have a diploma from a business school. My
language skills are varied, with Danish as my strongest, followed by
Kurdish, English, and Turkish. I am a cancer survivor but have been
working for 18 years at ATP (part of the Danish pension system). My
parents also live in Allerød. They, along with the rest of the family,
care for my younger sister Nesli (38 years of age), who suﬀered a
severe head injury in a car accident four years ago. My two brothers
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also live in Allerød. One works in a pizza restaurant and the other one
works for Novo Nordisk.
When I think about my experiences in Danish society as a teenager
and what my children experience today, I do not notice much change.
Denmark is still very nationalistic and apprehensive about changes
within Denmark and Danish culture. I interact with colleagues
by going to movies and restaurants. However, I am a very private
person and my largest social life is with my family and a few Danish
and Kurdish/Turkish friends. There is also a Kurdish community in
Hillerød and Farum, with shops and food, so we are not far from
people of our own origin.
Nevertheless, I feel as if I belong in Denmark and hope for a
healthy life for me and my children. I want to be available for my
children and a part of their growing up in Denmark.
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